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ABSTRACT
This collection and book were inspired by a TED talk called “I broke up with fast fashion and
you should too” by founder of The UpCycle Project Gabriella Smith. After I heard this
inspiring talk, I reflected a lot on my own habits of clothes shopping during different life
stages, how I became a fan of fast fashion, and how Covid-19 has impacted the way I shop
and dress. I soon dug further into the ugly truth about the fast fashion industry’s
environmental impacts, how their marketing strategies lure the general public to consume
more products, and potential solutions to fulfill our natural “vanity” by making versatile
clothing using sustainable materials. This collection of garments, which I call Transformers, is
like a set of building blocks in clothes form, designed for different body shapes, different
personalities, and different occasions. Wearers can play with the clothes and explore
multiple styles with each garment individually and in combination. The Transformers are my
weapon against fast fashion.

DISCOVERING FAST FASHION
WHAT WAS IT LIKE BEFORE YOU COULD DECIDE YOUR OWN
CLOTHES? WHEN DID YOU START ENJOYING SHOPPING?
I have always loved shopping, even just window shopping. Before I came to the US, I
always shopped with my mom. She decided what would go into my closet. I never had a
chance to buy something on my own except for groceries. I rarely had to shop for clothes at
all because I went to boarding schools starting at the age of 3. Chinese boarding schools have
strict rules about wearing school uniforms, especially for private schools. My daily outfit for
weekdays was always school uniforms. In kindergarten, we had different outfits for different
seasons. For our summer uniforms, we had a white t-shirt with cute cartoon characters on the
front and our kindergarten name and logo on the back, and sky blue shorts. In Fall, we had
red tracksuit with a snoopy in the front and the school logo and name on the back. And we
didn’t have gender different uniforms, everyone was in the same look. My mom would
embroider my name on the corner of my uniforms to differentiate mine from others’.

my kindergarten graduation group photo

me in kindergarten

In elementary school, we wore unisex tracksuits daily, and formal clothes only during
competitions or flag ceremonies. Boys had suits with trousers and girls had suits with skirts. In
the winter, we also had a detachable down jacket, and girls are in red color boys are in navy
color. On special occasions like school sports day, we would also buy uniforms as a class. The
only two things I needed to buy on my own were socks and underwear. So for me, shopping
with my mom was an adventure; going to the mall was like going to a carnival. The pleasure
of seeking and trying new clothes and picking different outfits from a mall was like digging
gold in a mine.

Elementary graduation
group photo

DISCOVERING FAST FASHION
WHEN WAS YOUR FIRST MEMORY OF SHOPPING FOR CLOTHES
YOURSELF, AND HOW MUCH DID YOU SPEND? WHERE DID YOU
SHOP AND WHO DID YOU SHOP WITH?
I can still remember the thrill of my first shopping experience on my own. I came to
the US when I was fifteen to study at a Christian high school and stayed with a host family.
My mom gave me a credit card and repeatedly urged me to be careful with it. At the end of
the summer, the host family took their children and me to a mall in Seattle for back-toschool shopping. The minute I stepped into the mall, I was like a wild horse on the loose. I got
two huge bags of clothing from Forever 21 and was amazed to spend less than 200 dollars for
at least ten pieces.

WHAT HAS CHANGED SINCE YOUR FIRST “SHOPPING ON YOUR
OWN” EXPERIENCE?
Ever since that first trip to an American mall, I have been a loyal consumer of fast
fashion. Even when I went back to Beijing for my last two years of high school, I continued to
shop. This was in 2013 when fast fashion was quickly becoming available in Chinese markets. I
would follow their trends and big annual sales, as gradually shopping became a habit and a
social norm. Our school bus actually stopped at the mall on our way home. On Fridays, we
would jump off and head into shop, eat, go on dates, and so on. While we still wore uniforms
to school, we would put our own clothes on underneath them and hide them when teachers
passed by. I was so conscious about wearing different clothes every day and no repeating
clothes for important dates and parties during my adolescence and college time. In order to
fulfill my vanity, I needed many new clothes so I used to shop every single week.

my favorite shopping mall in Beijing

the pacific shopping mall in Seattle

PURGING FAST FASHION
HOW HAS COVID AFFECTED YOUR SHOPPING?
This year, 2020, probably the most dramatic year in our life, Covid-19 forced me to
stop shopping because the malls were closed, and there was no need for dressing up since I
was at home most of the time. At the beginning of the pandemic, I was planning to go back
to China, and I had to pack and organize my clothes for different purposes and possible
itineraries. Going through my closet, I realized that I own way more clothes than I need, and
there are so many redundant pieces with similar designs but different graphics and colors. In
fact, I could dress at least five people with the same look without repeating any piece of
clothing from my closet. At the same time, I didn’t own any cloth that I felt were formal or
unique. On many occasions, when I wanted to dress with confidence, I had nothing to wear. I
suddenly became aware of my need for genuine clothes—not fast and cheap clothes. This fall,
I even managed to avoid buying the most favorable collaboration between Uniqlo and Jill
sander, no matter how tempted I was when I saw all the fashion bloggers posting videos and
photos of the +J collection through all social media platforms. Stopping buying fast fashion
was not the only thing that changed my shopping habit, I started reselling and donating my
clothes to extend the use life of my garments. I also tried making some DIYs with my old
clothes that were already out of shape.
All the effort I made during the pandemic was derived from trying to practice one
concept, being sustainable in fashion. This concept has completely changed my opinion on
fashion as a textile designer, apparel designer. It was a normal day, I was browsing through
youtube, and this one ted talk titled “I broke up with fast fashion and you should too!” was
recommended to me on the front page. I clicked the video without any expectations and
interest like you know, I used to watch videos like “Zara haul”, “Uniqlo haul”...etc. However, my
curiosity was intrigued from the very first sentence! “ ok, who’s ready to talk about fashion?”
Gabriella Smith said, “ Everyone close your eyes, just for a moment, look into your closet.
Count, How many T-shirts do you have?....” then she ends her introduction with the sentence
that hit me right in the spot. “ I had a closet full of clothes and nothing to wear” (TEDx
Talks)This ted talk let me understand the environmental issues of the fast fashion industry
and also offered me a new perspective as both the consumer and the designer.

THE FACTS

One of the most prominent problems is the pile
of fashion waste made up of discarded clothes
in today's world of fast fashion and
overconsumption. Every year, more than 150
billion pieces of clothing are discarded
worldwide, enough for every person on earth to
change 20 new clothes every year; Fast fashion,
which can only be " trendy " for about 35 days,
produces 400% more carbon emissions than

To the general public, the fashion and
textile industries’ negative impacts on the
environment are less understood
compared to the oil and plastic industry
due to a lack of information on the
production process of clothes. Even as a
textile student, I did not understand how
the industry works before watching a ted
talk on youtube. The fashion industry is the
second most polluting industry right
behind the oil industry. (TEDx Talks)
According to the UN forecast, the global
population would reach 8.5 billion by 2030.
(“UN NEWS”) In turn, leading to higher
consumption of the fashion industry.

traditional products. (Conca) According to
statistics from the China Association of Circular
Economy (CACE). more than 26 million tons of
used clothes are thrown away each year in China
alone. (Lin) There are often two ways to dispose
of this fashion waste: in a landfill or in an
incinerator. In the United States, about 11 million
tons of used clothes are sent to landfills each
year, most of which is made of petroleum-based
textiles such as polyester, which takes decades
to degrade naturally. (“Environmental Impact”)
During the degrading process, the chemicals
gradually contaminate the soil and
groundwater, disrupting the ecosystem. On the
other hand, toxins produced by burning the
clothes are released into the air.

In addition to the clothes abandoned by
consumers, the Fast Fashion brands
accumulate huge amounts of stocks
waiting to be destroyed every year.
According to Danish Journalists, H&M has
been burning unsold clothes in one of its
own incineration plants since 2013 - an
average of 12 tons per year in Denmark
alone. (Chauvel) The problem isn't just
here: clothes don't just end up as garbage,
they are born out of "original sin". The
fashion industry has a complex system of
operations. In fact, from the production
and supply of raw materials to the
manufacture, packaging, transportation,
distribution, and use of products, each of
these steps can produce huge amounts of
pollution.

The hidden problem is water waste. Cotton is
the most commonly used raw material in the
world, accounting for nearly 40% of clothing,
and cotton fabrics have long been portrayed as
clean, healthy, and environmentally friendly.
However, cotton is actually an extremely waterintensive plant, studies have shown that
cultivating 1kg of cotton, draws on as much as
8000 liters of water. Transferring those numbers
into our perspective, 1 t-shirt takes
approximately 2700 liters of water to make, so if
a healthy adult drinks 2 liters of water per day,
the water to make 1 t-shirt can provide 1 person
3.7 years of drinking water. (TEDx Talks) It is also
one of the world's most chemically dependent
crops. Although only 2.4% of the world's
farmland is planted to cotton, it consumes 10%
of all agricultural chemicals and 25% of all
pesticides. (“Environmental Impact”) The cost of
growing this cotton is that the soil is heavily
contaminated, farmers who grow it begins to
get sick, large numbers of people die of cancer,
and many children are born with deformities ......

Talking about contamination, one of the most polluting industries is the Jeans industry. Since
jeans were invented, it became the most popular, practical, and fashionable clothes to wear.
Wearing a pair of jeans with a pair of white sneakers is almost a timeless classic collocation,
and jeans can be said to be the only fashion item that breaks the class flip-flop. It is estimated
that there are 2 billion pairs of jeans sold worldwide each year, with a total retail value of 42
billion dollars. Globally, we own on average 5.4 pairs of jeans.(Nati) A 2012 German
documentary “Der Preis der Blue-Jeans” (The Price of Blue-Jeans) revealed the crucial fact of
the production of jeans. In China, Guang Dong province, Xintang town, where 260 million
jeans are produced per year, completely turned people’s perception of jeans and the industry
upside down. Water waste is a huge problem, different from cotton production, jeans
production incorporates many chemicals containing heavy metals ( Potassium metal, azo dyes,
potassium permanganate, chromium, cadmium…..) In order to meet the quality testing
standards for export, the manufacturers of jeans are repeatedly washed so that customers in
Europe and the United States do not notice the presence of chemicals, and a pair of jeans is
repeatedly dewatered and polished 20 times before leaving the factory, then worn, bleached
and re-colored.(Emil Sinclair) In order to get the wash as clean as possible, large amounts of
surfactants are added to the water. After that, this sewage is basically discharged directly into
the ditch without any treatment, and eventually into the Pearl River, polluting the domestic
water of the surrounding villages and eventually causing severe health issues.

WHY CAN'T PEOPLE STOP THEMSELVES FROM BUYING FAST
FASHION EVEN WHEN THEY ALREADY OWN MUCH MORE CLOTHES
THAN THEY NEED?

Fashion has always been associated with chasing new things, and fast fashion is all about
fulfilling consumer’s desires at the “lowest” cost. Fast fashion brands are able to sell record
amounts of clothing because they successfully manipulate basic human needs. People have
two basic needs for mental health: to feel special and unique in some way, but also to feel
like they can fit in collectively. Keeping up with trends is a way for people to feel this vital
sense of belonging, while also maintaining individuality through different personal styles. The
fast fashion industry is adept at exploiting this basic need because it accelerates the pace at
which the latest trends are replaced. The business model of consumption is to make you feel
bad and then sell you something to make you feel better. “We meet our desire for pleasure,
new experiences, status, and identity formation through buying goods--- many of the
clothes.” British designer and author Kate Fletcher wrote,” (Fletcher) Because we have an
inexhaustible supply of desires, consumption-- particularly of new items -- continues to grow
because we see the purchase of each new item as providing us with novel experiences that
we have not so far encountered.” Driven by the inherent need for social interaction, shopping
has gradually become a social tool that many people rely on. Driven by the whole fashion
industry trend, even if people have enough clothes in their closets, outdated clothes are no
longer a tool to meet social needs, just like using an old mobile phone without apps and
internet access in today's society, which seems out of place.
The most subtle influence of fast fashion on people is the creation of trends. Before fast
fashion was ever invented, we would describe someone’s outfit as beautiful, elegant, unique,
or suitable. Trends came after mass production and celebrity effect, taking over the fashion
industry after social media. In this era of social media, with the algorithm of big data, we are
flooded with countless advertisements and photos related to our personal style every day,
which subconsciously influence our aesthetics and consumption. This is also verified by my
questionnaire, 100% of my survey peers use at least two or more social apps, like Instagram,
Twitter, and 80% of them have experienced buying things they saw on social media. If the
brainwashing influence of social media can be used to promote sustainable fashion, perhaps
the future of fast fashion can slowly be replaced by more environmentally ethical products.

WHO IS MAKING EFFORT ON SUSTAINABILITY?

In fact, since the collapse of the Rana Plaza garment factory in Bangladesh in 2013, which
killed thousands of workers, the fashion industry's interest in sustainable and ethical fashion
has grown tremendously. After that, documentaries like The True Cost, River blue, pointing
out all the issues in the fashion industry brought the public attention to sustainability and
ethical fashion once again. Designers, fabric suppliers, brands started promoting ethical
fashion, environmentally friendly products. Brands like Reformation, a small vintage business
start in Los Angeles, and now becoming the most popular sustainable fashion brand for
young females, its simplicity and quality earned many fans from all over the world, like their
brand's slogan “Being naked is the #1 most sustainable option. We’re # 2.” (Reformation) They
not only use sustainable materials to make clothes but also invest in every single step of
making clothes to minimize the waste, water, and energy footprint. Some people criticize
that fashion and sustainability are contradictory, sustainable lifestyle means buy less and own
less, like a capsule wardrobe. However, there is nothing wrong with trying to dress in different
styles on different occasions. The fast fashion industry uses people’s natural desire and
creates “unnecessary” new trends seasonally to promote their revenue rather than fulfilling
people’s needs. Instead of sacrificing people’s choices, the real solution should be finding
ways to deliver timeless fashion using sustainable materials. The solution requires a
combination of the utilization of transformable geometric shapes and sustainable materials
when designing a piece of cloth.

TRANSFORMER COLLECTION
THIS COLLECTION INCLUDES IN TOTAL 8 TRANSFORMABLE
PIECES, I NAMED EACH OF THEM BY ITS TRANSFORMABILITY.
FROM 2-WAY TRANSFORMERS TO 4-WAY, AND TO THE
ULTIMATE TRANSFORMERS. HOWEVER, THE NUMBERS OF THE
FORMS WITHIN EACH GARMENT ARE NOT LIMITED, WEARERS
CAN PLAY WITH THE GARMENTS TO EXPLORE MORE FORMS
AND COMBINATIONS THAT I HAVEN'T FOUND OUT.

TRANSFORMER I (SLEEVES + DRESS + SKIRT)

Attributes:
stretchy, one
size, wrinkle
free, easy to
match
Occasions:
weekends,
travel
Seasons:
spring and
summer
Materials:
recycled
polyester

The Transformer I has many different iterations. One part can
be worn as a strapless dress or a long skirt, the other as a cropped
set of sleeves. The simple shape, stretchy fabric, and transparency
allow the wearer to combine the parts with other outfits. This piece
is made of very lightweight recycled polyester chiffon with crinkled
pleats created by gathering the fabric and setting it in boiling
water. An elastic string is sewn into the top of the dress, so that
anyone from size XS to L can wear it. The pattern is digitally printed
hand-made marbling. This piece is perfect for short-term travel,
because of its wrinkle-free, lightweight, and versatile features.

TRANSFORMER II ( DRESS + SKIRT)

Attributes:
stretchy, one
size, wrinkle
free, easy to
match
Occasions:
weekends,
travel, party
Seasons:
spring and
summer
Materials:
recycled
polyester

The Transformer II has many different iterations. It can be wear
as a drop shoulder long dress, a high neck sleeveless long dress, and
a strapless long dress. Same as Transformer I, this piece is made of
very lightweight recycled polyester chiffon with crinkled pleats
created by gathering the fabric and setting it in boiling water. The
two ribbons passing through the two channels above the clothes
play a role in fixing the tightness of the clothes and increasing the
deformability of clothes. The pattern is a combination of digitally
printed hand-made marbling and abstract illustration of a water
pipe. The colors and the icon are extracted from an image of
irregular sewage discharge from a textile factory in India. This piece
is perfect for travel and party, because of its wrinkle-free,
lightweight, and versatile features.

2-WAY TRANSFORMER (TUNIC AND BLOUSE)

Attributes:
upcycled fabric,
varied textures,
one size,
detachable
collar
Occasions:
weekends,
travel
Seasons:
spring and fall
Materials:
natural dyed
cotton and linen
fabric scraps

This garment has two iterations. It can be worn as a tunic or a blouse. As
a tunic, the body part is wide and A-line, with short sleeves. Rotating the
garment 90 degrees, it transforms into a blouse, with a fitted bodice and
wide, kimono-style sleeves. Magnets on each side of the panels form the
sleeves and side closure. The detachable collar can be worn with either look,
in two styles: upright on the tunic, and relaxed on the shoulders on the
blouse. Several snap fasteners attach the collar to the garment. It is sewn
with an elastic cord to create gathering and a string allows the wearer to
adjust the style and tightness.
This garment’s main body is constructed from ten rectangular scraps of
cotton fabric salvaged from a natural dye company. All are dyed the same
taupe color, but the palette varies slightly depending on the fabric texture,
lending variety to an otherwise monochromatic surface. The edges of the
garment are rough, lending a more organic, unaffected style that points to
the garment’s origin in a zero-waste design. A wearer might enjoy wearing
this garment at a picnic, walking in the forest, or on the way to yoga class.

2-WAY TRANSFORMER (DRESS AND BLOUSE)

Attributes:
upcycled fabric,
varied textures,
easy to match
Occasions:
weekends, travel
Seasons:
spring and
summer
Materials:
old cotton bed
sheet, reflective
piping, fabric
decorating glue
blue line

（

）

This garment has two iterations. It can be worn as a dress or a blouse. As
a dress, it's a mini wasted short dress. When standing it straight, the outline
of the dress form an x shape. Rotating the garment 90 degrees, it transforms
into a blouse, with a cropped bodice and wide, kimono-style sleeves. This
garment is constructed with two identical rectangles. Several snap fasteners
attach to the inside of the dress to create the waistline and two Chinese
button knots on the edge of the rectangles tight the two panels together.
This garment used an old bed sheet for upcycling purposes. The
bedsheet was first dyed with purple kale and then painted with a special
fabric decoration glue. The blue lines on the fabric are created by the
decoration glue. The edge of the garment is decorated with reflective piping,
Both can play an eye-catching decorative effect can also indicate the
function of warning and reminder. A wearer might enjoy wearing this
garment at a nightclub or a music festival, where they will shine and glow in
the dark.

3-WAY TRANSFORMER (PANTS, SHORT SKIRT, SHAWL)

Attributes:
double-sided
(reversible),
one size, easy
to switch
forms
Occasions:
office,
weekends,
travel
Seasons:
spring and
fall
Materials:
silk, lyocell

The 3-Way Transformer has three different iterations. As pants, it is
inspired by a traditional Thai fisherman pants pattern, with wide, anklelength legs and a partial second layer that flows over the first. As a short skirt,
it’s symmetrical, falling just above the knees. Last, as a shawl, the pattern falls
from the neck to the waist on the wearer’s back, and on the front, two wide
panels cover or reveal the shoulders and chest. The garment’s closure system
combines strings built into a tunnel for the waistline and buttons for closing
the shawl.
The garment is constructed of two layers, which are revealed differently
depending on which way the garment is worn. One is made of solid-colored
lyocell rayon, which has a soft, flowing, and breathable effect on the body;
the other is a marbling dyed, digitally printed silk. By mixing solids and
patterns, the wearer can combine formal and informal looks in infinite ways.
Like all of my apparel designs, this project seeks to alleviate the
environmental threat of the apparel industry by creating versatile clothing
that downsizes the closet. More than any other garment I’ve created it also
emphasizes the value of playfulness, giving the wearer lots of choices and
opportunities to express themselves. For example, they might wear a short
skirt with the marbling side out and a solid t-shirt to lunch with a friend, or
they might wear the solid silk shawl with an elegant dress to a friend’s
wedding.

3-WAY TRANSFORMER ( CLOAK, DRESS, CAPE, )

Attributes:
double-sided
(reversible),
one size,
Occasions:
ball, party,
travel, semiformal
Seasons:
spring and
fall
Materials:
printed
recycled
polyester,
silk, orange
Chinese
button knot
The 3-way Transformer has three different iterations. As a cloak, it is
inspired by the traditional cloak style of ancient times, it has a full body
length and is fastened by two silk ribbons at the neck, the clock can be
closed with 4 Chinese button knots in the front on each side. As a dress,
rotate the cloak style 90 degrees and there is a small opening on one side
where the arm can go through. As a cape, the wearer's head passes through
the side opening and the gathering moves from the neck to the chest.
The garment is constructed of two layers, the patterned layer is digitally
printed recycled polyester, the other layer is solid black silk, both layers are
very soft and flowing, the patterned layer is more lustrous than the black
layer, allows the wearer to match more outfit and fit different occasions.
Like most of my pattern design and garment concept, I want to visually
present the environmental issue caused by the fashion industry and I want to
use convertible and versatile garments to make fashion more sustainable
and playful. The black and orange pattern is an abstract of the polluted river
and land near the dye factory, the color of black represents destruction and
death, the bright orange depicts the chemicals and poisons.
With such a meaningful concept behind the design and such strong
visual impact color contrast, whoever wears it to a ball or a party would
become the focus of the stage and the dark side could also be a dress for
semi-formal occasions.

SQUARE TRANSFORMER(BLANKET, COAT, DRESS)

Attributes:
one size,
cotton fill
Occasions:
travel,
camping, at
home
Seasons:
except
summer
Materials:
printed
recycled
polyester,
blue Chinese
frog, cotton
fill

The Square Transformer is a wearable blanket that has many different
dressing styles. As a blanket, it is a 55 x 55-inch cotton fill square blanket. As
a coat, it is a half-length sleeveless coat with several iterations. The garment
is constructed by two identical triangles and 11 Chinese frog buttons on the
long sides of the triangles( the diagonal line of the square). On each triangle,
there is a small opening in the middle where the wearer's arm passes
through. Wearers can adjust the style and length simply by closing or
opening the buttons.
The garment is made of digitally printed recycled polyester and cotton fill.
The fabric is very soft, light, and wrinkle-free. It allows the wearer to
compress it to a very small size and carry it around with no worrying of
unpleasant folds. The pattern of the garment is about ocean pollution and
sea animal life. It is portrayed in a very childish and cartoonish way because I
hope this could be a perfect hook and teaching tool for educational stories
on a family camping day.

ULTIMATE TRANSFORMER (DRESS, BLOUSE)

Attributes:
double-sided
(reversible),
one size,
reflective
decoration
Occasions:
travel, event,
daily
Seasons:
spring and
summer
Materials:
printed
recycled
polyester,
neon green
Chinese
button knots,
neon yellow
reflective
piping, yellow
elastic

The Ultimate Transformer is a double-sided garment that can be worn in
infinite ways. It is completely multi-directional. The garment fits the body
whether up, down, or sideways; in fact, all sides are the top, bottom, or side.
You could wear this as a strapless dress with a beach wrap style for a simple
look. For a more complex look, you could wear this as an off-shoulder blouse
with a raffle gathering on the sides. For hot weather, it can be worn as a
halter neck top with a bubble-fit bottom. For a colder day, you can wear it as
a drop shoulder oversize dress.
The garment is constructed with two layers of printed recycled polyester. The
fabric is soft, lightweight, and wrinkle-free. It's less lustrous than silk but
glossier than chiffon. The pattern of both sides is about fashion waste and
the relationship between landfills and recycling clothes. The green icon is a
trash can icon with a distorted recycle sign. The meaning of this icon is
based on a fact from my research. A huge amount of the old clothes we
denote will end up in landfills, so donating old clothes or putting them in
the recycling bin is not the ethical reason you dump your old clothes and
buy a new one. The yellow piping is a reflective material that will shine under
a direct light source, normally used on special job uniforms or outdoor
clothes. On this garment, it plays a warning function that lets people pay
attention to the environment and their clothes.
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